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Conflict in the Classroom: Controversy And 
Learning 

David W. Johnson 
Roger T. Johnson 

University of Minnesota 

Introduction 
In a social studies class a teacher is presenting a lesson on the United 

States Congress. The students are discussing in small groups the 
reasons why citizens want to be representatives in Congress. One 
student says the major reason is wanting to help your neighbors and 
your country. Another student says being a member of Congress is j ust a 
way to get rich, and quotes Roger Mudd (CBS News, December 24, 1976) 
that a representative in Congress receives more than $400,000 per year 
in salary and benefits. Voices rise as the argument continues. What does 
the teacher do? Would the teacher encourage the argument, helping 
students find evidence to support and argue their positions? Or would 
the teacher try to calm things down and change the topic of discussion? 

Within any learning situation such conflicts among ideas or opinions 
are inevitable. They will occur no matter what the teacher does. Learn­
ing situations are filled with conflicts among students, between the 
teacher and the student, and between what a student presently under­
stands and new information being learned. And the current evidence 
indicates that in most classrooms conflicts are avoided and suppressed 
(DeCecco & Richards, 1974) and that teachers and students lack the 
skills and procedures needed for effective conflict management 
(Deutsch, 1973; Blake & Mouton, 1970; Johnson, 1970) By avoiding and 
suppressing certain types of conflicts teachers lose valuable opportuni­
ties to increase student motivation, creative insight, cognitive develop­
ment, and learning. Conflicts have the potential for producing both 
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highly constructive or highly destructive outcomes, depending on how 
they are managed. 

Within this article, controversy, the most important type of conflict for 
increasing the quality of students' learning experiences, is defined. The 
potential constructive outcomes are then detailed. Finally, the condi­
tions affecting whether or not the outcomes of the conflict are construc­
tive are discussed. 

Definition And Process 

While most people can easily recognize when they or others are in a 
conflict, the concept of conflict has not been an easy one for psycholo­
gists to define. In trying to define conflict, some psychologists have 
mentioned frustration, others have focused on decisions among attrac­
tive or unattractive alternatives, and some have concentrated on the 
feelings of the people involved (such as rage, anger, distrust, and 
rejection). Probably the most influential definition is that of Deutsch 
(1969). He states that a conflict exists whenever incompatible activities 
occur. An activity that is incompatible with another activity is one that 
prevents, blocks, interfers with, injures, or in some way makes the 

Figure 1 
The Process Of Controversy 

Categorizing, Organizing, And De­
riving Conclusions From Present 
Information And Experiences 

Searching For More Information, 
Experiences, And A More Adequate 
Cognitive Perspective And Reason­
ing Process 

Involvement In A Controversy: 
Perceiving That Others Disagree 
With One's Conclusions 

Experiencing Conceptual Conflict, 
Uncertainty, And Disequilibrium 
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second activity less likely or less effective. The type of conflict that is the 
focus of this article is controversy. Controversy exists when one person's 
ideas, information, conclusions, theories, or opinions are incompatible 
with those of another person, and the two seek to reach an agreement. 
The conflict resides in the two people's attempt to resolve their dis­
agreement. A closely related type of conflict is conceptual conflict, which 
exists when two incompatible ideas exist simultaneously within a stu­
dent's mind and must be reconciled (Berlyne, 1975, 1966). A common 
source of conceptual conflict is receiving new information which does not 
fit with what one already knows (Hunt, 1964). 

The process by which controversy sparks learning is outlined in Figure 
1. It begins, as does all learning, with a student categorizing and 
organizing his present information and experiences so that a conclu­
sion is derived. When the student realizes that other students or the 
teacher have a different conclusion and that they challenge and con­
test his conclusion, a state of internal conceptual conflict, uncertainty, 
or disequilibrium is aroused. The uncertainty motivates an active 
search—called epistemic curiosity by Berlyne (1971)—for more informa­
tion, new experiences, and a more adequate cognitive perspective and 
reasoning process in hopes of resolving the uncertainty. The more 
adequate cognitive perspective and reasoning process is derived from 
more accurately understanding the cognitive perspective and reason­
ing process of the student's opponents and adapting his own cognitive 
perspective and reasoning process accordingly. Out of the argumenta­
tion and debate a joint agreement is reached as to the correct conclu­
sion. In reaching the joint conclusion the student employs his new 
cognitive perspective and reasoning process, which results in a higher 
quality and more creative conclusion than the one he originally held. 
This process can be repeated. 

This hypothesized process makes several assumptions that need to be 
empirically verified. First, it is assumed that controversy arouses con­
ceptual conflict and a subjective feeling of uncertainty. Second, it is 
assumed that conceptual conflict leads to epistemic curiosity. Third, it 
is assumed that epistemic curiosity leads to deriving a more adequate 
cognitive perspective and reasoning process, presumably through un­
derstanding more accurately the cognitive perspective and reasoning 
process of one's opponents. Finally, it is assumed that a more creative 
and higher quality conclusion is derived, reflected in the agreement 
made among the students involved in the controversy. Each of these 
assumed outcomes of controversy is discussed below. 

Conceptual Conflict And Epistemic Curiosity 

Controversy among s tudents or between the s tudents and the 
teacher creates conceptual conflict and epistemic curiosity within stu­
dents. Disagreement with another person can be a source of conceptual 
conflict that provokes attempts to explore the other person's ideas 
(Berlyne, 1966). Conceptual conflict has high arousal potential, motivat­
ing attempts to resolve it by seeking new information or by trying to 
reorganize the knowledge one already has (Berlyne, 1960, 1963, 1965; 
Burdick & Burnes, 1958; Gerard & Greenbaum, 1962; Kiesler & Pallak, 
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1976). The greater the disagreement among students or between the 
teacher and the students, the more frequently the disagreement oc­
curs, the greater the number of people disagreeing with a student's 
position, the more competitive the context of the controversy, and the 
more affronted the student feels, the greater the conceptual conflict 
and uncertainty the student will experience (Asch, 1952; Burdick & 
Burnes, 1958; Festinger & Maccoby, 1964; Gerard & Greenbaum, 1962; 
Grimme & Johnson, 1978; Inagaki & Hatano, 1968, 1977; Tjosvold & 
Johnson, 1977, 1978; Tjosvold, Johnson, & Fabrey, 1978; Worchel & 
McCormick, 1963). Thus, there is evidence that controversy can create 
conceptual conflict and epistemic curiosity. 

Accuracy Of Cognitive Perspective-Taking 

In resolving controversies students need to be able to both com­
prehend the information being presented by their opposition and un­
derstand the cognitive perspective their opposition is using to organize 
and interpret the information. A cognitive perspective consists of the 
cognitive organization being used to give meaning to a person's knowl­
edge and the structure of a person's reasoning. Tjosvold and Johnson 
(1977, 1978) and Tjosvold, Johnson, and Fabrey (1978) found that the 
presence of controversy promotes greater understanding of another 
person's cognitive perspective than does the absence of controversy. 
Subjects engaging in a controversy were better able to predict sub­
sequently what line of reasoning their opponent would use in solving a 
future problem than were subjects who interacted without any con­
troversy. Kurdek (in press) found that good cognitive perspective-
taking skill was related to quarrelling and arguing with peers in 
students from grades one through four. These findings are especially 
important as accurate perspective-taking is central to cognitive de­
velopment, moral reasoning, self-esteem, social intelligence, coopera­
tion, communication effectiveness, problem-solving, and conflict resolu­
tion (Asch, 1952; Falk & Johnson, 1977, Flavell, 1968; Johnson, 1971b, 
1975a, 1975b, 1977; Kohlberg, 1969; Mead, 1934; Piaget, 1948, 1950; 
Rogers, 1951). 

Transition From One Stage Of Cognitive Reasoning To Another 

Cognitive development theorists (Flavell, 1963; Kohlberg, 1969; 
Piaget, 1948, 1950) have posited that it is repeated interpersonal con­
troversies, arguments, and disagreements (in which the person is 
forced again and again to take cognizance of the perspective of others) 
that promote cognitive and moral development, the ability to think 
logically, and the reduction of egocentric reasoning. Such interpersonal 
conflicts are posited to create disequilibrium within a person's cogni­
tive structures, which motivates a search for a more adequate and 
mature process of reasoning. There are several studies which have 
found that pairing a conserver with a nonconserver and giving the pair 
conservation problems to solve, the conserver's answer prevails on the 
great majority of conservation trials (Botvin & Murray, 1975; Miller & 
Brownell, 1975; Murray, 1972; Murray, Ames, & Botvin, 1977; Silver-
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m a n & Geiringer, 1973; Smedslund, 1961a, 1961b; S i lverman & Stone, 
1972). The solution of t he problems is not based on genera l social 
dominance, bu t r a t h e r on t he g r e a t e r ce r t a in ty and super ior logic of 
the conservers (Miller & Brownell , 1975). M u r r a y (1972) used a t h r e e 
person discussion g roup in which one nonconserver and two conservers 
reached a g roup decision as to t he answer to a ser ies of conserva t ion 
problems. When tes ted l a te r individually, all subjects made significant 
gains in conservat ion j u d g m e n t s and exp lana t ions on the same prob­
lems, as well as on paral le l forms of t he problems and on new conserva­
tion problems; nonconservers made the g r e a t e r ga ins . M u r r a y and 
Botvin (Note 1) and Mur ray , Ames, and Botvin (1977) d e m o n s t r a t e d 
t h a t when in t e rna l disequil ibr ium was c rea ted by h a v i n g nonconserv-
ing subjects a rgue publicly for correct solut ions of conservat ion prob­
lems, t he subjects increased in ability to solve correct ly conservat ion 
problems compared to a control g roup who did not publicly espouse a 
conservat ion position. These gains , fu r thermore , were not ex t inguished 
when t h e subjects t h e n publicly a rgued an incorrect nonconserv ing 
solution to conservat ion problems. J e n s e n and L a r m (1970) conducted a 
similar s tudy in which t h e y found t h a t a r g u m e n t a t i o n among subjects 
increased the i r abili ty to include in ten t ions as well as consequences in 
making judgments in response to stories compared to a control group 
and subjects who were reinforced for including in ten t ions as well as 
consequences in thei r judgments . Taken together, these studies indi­
cate t h a t cont roversy among s tuden t s , and the conceptual conflict it 
genera tes , is an impor t an t factor in cognitive growth . 

Besides t h e r e sea rch on Piage t ' s theory of cognitive development , 
t h e r e a re severa l s tudies , based pr imar i ly on Kohlberg 's (1969) t heo ry 
of moral development , inves t iga t ing t h e exper iences t h a t lead to a 
t r ans i t ion to h igher s t ages of moral reasoning . The basic format of 
these s tudies is to place subjects in a s i tua t ion r equ i r ing t h e m a k i n g of 
a decision as to how a moral d i lemma should be resolved wi th o the r 
people who use h igher s t ages of moral r eason ing t h a n the subject . Such 
controvers ies resu l t in advances in level of mora l r ea son ing (Blat t , 
1969; B la t t & Kohlberg, 1973; Keasey, 1973; Kuhn, Langer , Kohlberg, & 
Haan , in press ; L e F u r g y & Woloshin, 1969; Mai t land & Goldman, 1974; 
Rest , Turiel & Kohlberg, 1969; Turiel , 1966; Crockenberg & Nicolayev, 
Note 2). 

While t h e above s tudies suppor t t he assumpt ion t h a t cont roversy 
leads to conceptual conflict which, in t u r n , promotes t he t r ans i t i on to 
h igher s t ages of cognitive and moral reasoning , simply p r e sen t i ng 
s tuden t s wi th a differing opinion does not m e a n t h a t a conflict will 
ensue . If t he conflicts p resen ted are not re la ted to t he s t u d e n t s ' exist­
ing s tage of cognitive and moral r eason ing as well as to t he i r emerg ing 
s tage, t he conflicts a re unlikely to be exper ienced (Inhelder , Bovet , 
Sinclair, & Smock, 1966; Inhe lde r & Sinclair, 1969; Langer , 1969). In 
addition, m a n y of t he above s tudies do not clearly indicate w h e t h e r 
the i r r e su l t s a re due to controversy, direct conformity to social pres­
sure , or to t he imi ta t ion of models. 

Taken toge ther , however , t h e above s tudies do provide evidence t h a t 
controvers ies among s t u d e n t s can promote t r ans i t i ons to h igher s t ages 
of cognitive and mora l reasoning . Such findings a re impor t an t as t h e r e 
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is little doubt that higher levels of cognitive and moral reasoning 
cannot be directly taught (Inhelder & Sinclair, 1969; Sigel & Hooper, 
1968; Sinclair, 1969; Smedslund, 1961a, 1961b; Turiel, 1973; Wallach & 
Sprott, 1964; Wallach, Wall, & Anderson, 1967; Wohlwill & Lowe, 1962). 

Quality Of Problem-Solving And Decision-Making 

The interpersonal controversies, which lead to conceptual conflict 
and feelings of uncertainty; which lead to a search for additional 
information and experiences, g rea te r accuracy of cognitive 
perspective-taking, and the transition to more mature cognitive and 
moral reasoning process; seem to promote high quality problem-solving 
and decision-making. Certainly, the purpose of controversy within a 
cooperative group is to arrive at the highest quality solution or decision 
that is possible. There are many social scientists who have noted the 
value of controversy for high quality problem-solving, decision-making, 
and learning (Dewey, 1933; Ewbank & Auer, 1946; Harnack & Fest, 
1964; Howell & Smith, 1956; Johnson, 1970, 1973; Johnson & F. Johnson, 
1975; Kelly & Thibaut, Petelle, 1964; Simmel, 1957). And there are 
studies which confirm such opinions (Boulding, 1964; Glidewell, 1953; 
Grimme & Johnson, 1978; Hall & Williams, 1966, 1970; Hoffman & 
Maier, 1961; Hoffman, Harburg, & Maier, 1962; Maier & Hoffman, 1964; 
Maier & Solem, 1952). Thus, there is evidence that controversies among 
members of a group will result in high quality problem-solving and 
decision-making. One of the factors affecting quality of problem-solving 
and decision-making is that disagreements provide a greater amount of 
information and variety of facts and a change in the salience of known 
information which, in turn, results in shifts in judgment (Anderson & 
Graesser, 1976; Kaplan, 1977; Kaplan & Miller, 1977; Vinokur & Burn-
stein, 1974). Furthermore, students who experience conceptual conflict 
resulting from controversy are better able to generalize the principles 
they learn to a wider variety of situations than are students who do not 
experience such conceptual conflict (Inagaki & Hatano, 1968, 1977). 

Creativity 

Creativity is a process of bringing something new into existence, 
consisting of a sequence of overlapping phrases, such as: (1) recognizing 
and experiencing a challenging problem, (2) gathering the necessary 
knowledge and resources for a long-term and intense effort to solve the 
problem, (3) experiencing an incubation period wherein a person tem­
porarily withdraws from the issue after experiencing feelings of failure, 
tension, and discomfort due to the failure to solve the problem, (4) 
seeing the problem from different perspectives and reformulating it in 
a way that lets new orientations to a solution emerge in a moment of 
insight or inspiration (often accompanied by intense feelings of illumi­
nation and excitement), and, (5) elaborating, detailing, and testing the 
solution against reality. 

Controversies, disagreements, arguments, debates, presenting oppos­
ing viewpoints and diverse information and ideas, are all important 
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aspects of ga in ing crea t ive insight . There is evidence t h a t such in ter ­
personal in te rac t ion increases t h e n u m b e r of ideas, qua l i ty of ideas, 
feelings of s t imula t ion and enjoyment , and original i ty of express ion in 
creat ive problem-solving (Bahn, 1964; D u n n e t t e , Campbell , & J a a s t a d , 
1963; Fa lk & Johnson , 1977; P e t e r s & Torrance , 1972; Tor rance , 1970, 
1971; Tr iandis , Bass , Ewen , & Mikesele, 1963; Bolen & Tor rance , Note 
3; Torrance , Note 4). And t h e r e is evidence t h a t cont rovers ies r e su l t in 
more crea t ive problem solutions, wi th more m e m b e r satisfaction, com­
pared to g roup efforts t h a t do not include cont rovers ies (Glidewell, 
1953; Ha l l & Wi l l i ams , 1966, 1970; Hoffman e t al . , 1962; M a i e r & 
Hoffman, 1961; Rogers , 1970). These s tudies demons t r a t ed t h a t con­
t rovers ies can encourage g roup m e m b e r s to dig into a problem, ra ise 
issues, and se t t le t h e m in ways t h a t show t h e benefi ts of a wide r a n g e 
of ideas being used, as well as r esu l t ing in a h igh degree of emot ional 
involvement in and commi tmen t to solving t h e problems t h e g roup is 
working on. 

Summary Of Controversy Process 

There is evidence, therefore , t h a t cont roversy can a rouse conceptual 
conflict, subject ive feelings of unce r t a in ty , and epistemic curiosi ty; 
increase accuracy of cognitive perspect ive- taking; promote t r ans i t i ons 
from one s tage of cognitive and moral r eason ing to ano the r ; increase 
the qual i ty of problem solving; and increase creat iv i ty . These findings 
suppor t t he hypothesized process by which cont roversy promotes learn­
ing. T h a t is, t h e s i tua t ion begins wi th s t u d e n t s ca tegor iz ing and or­
ganiz ing t h e i r p re sen t information and exper iences so t h a t a conclu­
sion is derived. When t h e y real ize t h a t o the r s t u d e n t s (or t he t eacher ) 
ha s a different conclusion, conceptual conflict, unce r t a in ty , or disequi­
librium is aroused. The conceptual conflict leads to epistemic curiosi ty 
which, in t u r n , mot iva tes a search for more information, new experi­
ences, and a more adequa t e cognitive perspect ive and r eason ing pro­
cess. The more adequa t e cognitive perspect ive and reason ing process is 
derived from more accura te ly u n d e r s t a n d i n g the perspect ive and rea­
soning process of t he s t u d e n t s ' opponents and adap t ing t h e i r own 
perspect ive and r eason ing process accordingly. Next , a jo in t a g r e e m e n t 
is reached as to t h e correct conclusion, employing t h e more adequa t e 
cognitive perspect ive and reason ing process, and a h ighe r qual i ty and 
more creat ive solution to t he problem is gene ra ted . 

While cont roversy can opera te in the above beneficial way, it will not 
do so u n d e r all condit ions. As wi th all conflict, t he potent ia l for e i t he r 
c o n s t r u c t i v e or d e s t r u c t i v e ou tcomes is p r e s e n t in a c o n t r o v e r s y . 
Whe the r positive or nega t ive consequences resu l t depends on t h e con­
dit ions u n d e r which the cont roversy occurs and the way in which it is 
managed . These condit ions and procedures include: 

1. t h e goal s t r u c t u r e wi th in which cont roversy occurs; 
2. t he differences among the s t u d e n t s involved in t e r m s of personal­

ity, sex, a t t i t udes , background, social class, cognitive r ea son ing 
s t ra teg ies , cognitive perspect ives , information, and skills; 
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3. the amount of relevant information distributed among students; 
4. the perspective-taking skills of the students; and, 
5. the ability to disagree with another person without making the 

other defensive. 

The Context Of Controversy 

Deutsch (1973) emphasizes that the context within which conflicts 
occur has important effects on whether the conflict turns out to be 
constructive or destructive. There are two possible contexts for con­
troversy: cooperative and competitive. A cooperative context exists 
when people perceive that they can obtain their goal if and only if the 
other people with whom they are linked can obtain their goals; if one 
person achieves his goal, all people with whom he is linked achieve 
their goal (Deutsch, 1962). In a competitive context people perceive that 
they can obtain their goal if and only if the other people with whom they 
are linked fail to obtain the goal; if one person achieves his goal, all 
other people with whom he is linked fail to achieve their goal (Deutsch, 
1962). There are literally hundreds of studies documenting the relative 
effects of cooperation and competition (Johnson & R. Johnson, 1974, 
1975). There are several ways in which a cooperative context facilitates 
constructive controversy while a competitive promotes destructive con­
troversy: 

1. In order for controversy to be constructive, information must be 
accurately communicated. Within a cooperative context communi­
cation tends to be open and honest, while in a competitive context 
communication tends to be nonexistent or misleading (Johnson, 
1974; Johnson & R. Johnson, 1975). Cooperative contexts, compared 
to competitive ones, promote more accurate communication of 
information, more verbalization of ideas and information, greater 
efforts in seeking others' information and ideas, more attentive-
ness to others' statements, more utilization of others' information 
in more optimal ways, more willingness to be influenced by 
others' ideas and information, fewer difficulties in communicat­
ing with and understanding others, more confidence in one's own 
ideas and in the value that others attach to one's ideas, and 
greater feelings of agreement between oneself and others (Craw­
ford & Haaland, 1972; Johnson, 1974; Johnson & R. Johnson, 1975; 
Laughlin & McGlynn, 1967). Blake and Mouton (1961) provide 
evidence, furthermore, that competition biases a person's percep­
tions and comprehension of viewpoints and positions of other 
individuals. 

2. Constructive controversies require supportive climates in which 
people feel safe enough to challenge each other's ideas. Deutsch 
(1958, 1960, 1962) and other researchers (Johnson, 1974) have found 
that trust is built through cooperative interaction and destroyed 
through competitive interaction. Cooperativeness is related to be­
liefs that peers and authority figures are supportive and accepting 
of one as a person and of one's achievement efforts (Johnson & 
Ahlgren, 1976; Johnson, Johnson, & Anderson, 1978). 
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3. Cooperative learning experiences, compared with individualized 
ones, promotes a belief that controversy is constructive (Johnson, 
Johnson, & Scott, 1978). 

4. Constructive controversy requires dealing with feelings as well as 
with ideas and information. There is evidence that cooperative-
ness is related to an ability to understand what other people are 
feeling and why they are feeling that way, while competitiveness 
is not (Johnson, 1975a, 1975b; Johnson, Johnson, Johnson, & An­
derson, 1976). 

5. How controversies are defined has great impact on how construc­
tively they are managed. Within a cooperative context conflicts 
tend to be defined as problems to be jointly solved, while within a 
competitive context conflicts tend to be defined as "win-lose" 
situations (Deutsch, 1973; Rubin & Brown, 1975). 

6. Construct ive controversy requires t h a t s tuden t s recognize 
similarities between positions as well as differences. Students 
participating in a controversy within a cooperative context iden­
tify more of the similarities between their positions than do stu­
dents participating in a controversy within a competitive context 
(Judd, 1978). 

Heterogeneity Of People Involved In Controversy 

Heterogeneity leads to potential controversy. The differences among 
students in terms of personality, sex, attitudes, background, social 
class, cognitive reasoning strategies, cognitive perspectives, informa­
tion, and skills, potentially lead to diverse organization and processing 
of present information and experiences. Deriving different conclusions 
from one's present information and experiences begins the cycle of 
controversy. There is evidence that more controversy occurs in hetero­
geneous than in homogeneous groups (Fiedler, Meuwese, & Oonk, 1961; 
Torrance, 1961). 

Because heterogeneity among students creates the potential for con­
troversy does not mean that such controversies will be constructively 
managed. There is contradictory evidence concerning the effectiveness 
of homogeneous and heterogeneous groups in problem-solving. Several 
studies have found heterogeneous groups to be superior to homogene­
ous groups in terms of quality of group solution, creativity of group 
solution, and member satisfaction with the solution (Amaria, Biran, & 
Leith, 1969; Ghiselli & Lodahl, 1958; Goldman, 1965; Hoffman, 1959; 
Hoffman & Maier, 1961; Hoffman, Harburg, & Maier, 1962; Pelz, 1956; 
Triandis, Hall, & Ewen, 1965; Ziller, 1955; Ziller & Exline, 1958). Other 
studies have found that either homogeneous groups arrive at better 
solutions than do heterogeneous groups or that there is no difference 
between heterogeneous and homogeneous groups in terms of quality of 
group solutions (Altman & McGinnies, 1960; Falk & Johnson, 1977; 
Fiedler et al., 1961; Haythorn, Couch, Haefner, Langham, & Carter, 1956; 
Schultz, 1955, 1958; Shaw, 1960). The failure of heterogeneous groups to 
always outperform homogeneous groups raises the possibilities that 
when relevant expertise is lacking in the group, heterogeneity may not 
affect quality of problem-solving, or when group members do not have 
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the skills to exchange information effectively, he te rogene i ty m a y not 
be util ized productively. E a c h of these possibilities is discussed in t he 
next two sections. 

Relevant Information Available 

If cont roversy is to lead to learning, the group m e m b e r s m u s t possess 
information r e l evan t to t he solution of t he problem on which t hey a re 
working. The more information available, t h e eas ie r it should be to 
solve t he i r problem. The re a re a n u m b e r of s tudies which indicate t h a t 
groups which have more information about a problem usual ly perform 
be t t e r t h a n do groups wi th less information (Goldman, 1965; Laugh l in 
& B r a n c h , 1972; L a u g h l i n , B r a n c h , & J o h n s o n , 1969; L a u g h l i n & 
J o h n s o n , 1966; L a u g h l i n , K e r r , Dav i s , Halff, & M a r c i n i a k , 1975; 
Tuckman, 1967). Hav ing r e l evan t information avai lable, however, does 
not mean t h a t it will be util ized. When the t a sk is such t h a t t h e correct 
answer is immedia te ly recognizable when it is proposed, it t ends to be 
immediate ly accepted (Laughl in & Bitz, 1975), bu t w h e n the t a s k is 
such t h a t t he correct an swer is not immediate ly recognizable, it may 
take one group m e m b e r to propose it and a n o t h e r m e m b e r to suppor t 
the answer before t he group adopts it (Laughlin, Kerr , Davis, Halff, & 
Marc in iak , 1975). L a u g h l i n and his a s soc ia t e s (1975), f u r t h e r m o r e , 
found t h a t when no m e m b e r of a g roup knew the correct answer of a 
problem, t he g roup would still figure it out about twen ty -percen t of the 
t ime, indicat ing t h a t the qual i ty of the group discussion can affect t he 
successful solution of problems even when m e m b e r exper t i se is low. 

Perspective-Taking Skills 

In order for cont rovers ies to be managed construct ively, t hey need to 
take place wi th in a cooperat ive context , s t u d e n t s need to be sufficiently 
he te rogeneous to d isagree wi th one another , and the information rele­
v a n t for j o in t l y so lv ing l e a r n i n g p rob lems m u s t be ava i l ab le . F o r 
he te rogene i ty to con t r ibu te to learn ing , and for information to be 
exchanged and utilized, s t u d e n t s need a minimal level of communica­
tion skills. P e r h a p s the most impor t an t set of skills for exchang ing 
information and opinions is perspect ive- taking. Perspective-taking is 
the ability to u n d e r s t a n d how a problem or s i tua t ion appea r s cogni-
tively and affectively to a n o t h e r person. The opposite of perspect ive-
tak ing is egocentrism, t he embeddedness in one 's own perspect ive to 
the ex ten t t h a t one is u n a w a r e of o ther perspect ives and of t he l imita­
t ions in one 's perspect ive. The level of s tuden t ' s perspect ive- taking 
abilities will t end to affect t he : 

1. Amoun t of information disclosed: More information, both personal 
and impersonal , is disclosed when one is i n t e r ac t i ng wi th a person 
engag ing in perspect ive- taking behaviors (Colson, 1968; Noonan-
Wagner , 1975; S e r m a t & Smyth , 1973; Taylor, Al tman , & Sorren-
tino, 1969). 

2. P h r a s i n g of messages so t h a t o the r s can comprehend the i r mean­
ing: People high in perspect ive- taking ability a re b e t t e r able to 

60 

 at CAPITAL UNIV on May 11, 2010 http://rer.aera.netDownloaded from 

http://rer.sagepub.com


JOHNSON & JOHNSON CONFLICT IN THE CLASSROOM 

phrase messages so that others can understand than are people 
low in perspective-taking ability (Feffer & Suchotliff, 1966; Flavell, 
1968; Hogan & Henley, 1970). 

3. Comprehensive and retention of others' messages: Johnson (1967, 
1968, 1971a) found that engaging in perspective-taking behaviors 
in conflicts results in increased understanding and retention of 
the opponent's messages and perspective. Flavell (1968), in a series 
of studies with children, found tha t perspective-taking ability 
facilitates the comprehension of messages from another person. 
Feffer and Suchotliff (1966) and Hogan and Heneley (1970) found 
similar results with adults. 

4. Quality of problem-solving: During controversies perspective-
taking behaviors, compared with egocentrically emphasizing one's 
own information and perspective, results in more creative and 
higher quality solutions (Falk & Johnson, 1977) and in greater 
gains in accuracy of problem-solving (Johnson, 1977). 

5. Perceptions of learning experience: Perspective-taking behaviors 
promote more positive perceptions of the information exchange 
process, fellow problem-solvers, and the problem-solving experi­
ence (Falk & Johnson, 1977; Johnson, 1971b, 1977; Noonan-Wagner, 
1975). 

The presence of diverse information and opinions does not ensure 
that constructive controversy will take place. When information and 
insights relevant to solving a problem are distributed among group 
members, there is no guarantee that the information and insights will 
be exchanged in a way that ensures their utilization. The level of 
students' perspective-taking and other communication skills will influ­
ence the extent to which controversy occurs, information and insights 
are effectively exchanged, and the controversy is managed in a con­
structive rather than a destructive way. 

Confirming Opponent's Competence 

In order for controversies to be managed constructively, discussants 
need to be able to disagree with each other's ideas while confirming 
each other's personal competence. The amount of defensiveness gener­
ated in the opponent can be expected to influence the way in which 
conceptual conflicts are resolved (Johnson, 1971b, 1977). Disagreeing 
with other people while inputing that they are incompetent tends to 
increase their commitment to their own ideas and their rejection of 
one's ideas (Brown, 1968; Tjosvold, 1974). Tjosvold, Johnson, and Fab-
rey (1978) and Tjosvold, Johnson, and Lerner (1978) conducted a pair of 
studies in which disagreeing while confirming the other's competence 
was compared with disagreeing while imputing that one's opponent 
was incompetent. They found that confirmation, compared with discon-
firmation of the opponent's competence, resulted in one being better 
liked, the opponent being less critical of one's ideas, the opponent being 
more open-minded to an more interested in hearing more of one's ideas, 
and the opponent being more willing to incorporate one's information 
and reasoning into the opponent's own analysis of the problem. 
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Summary of Conditions Affecting Outcomes of Controversy 

Whethe r or not cont rovery among s t u d e n t s leads to increased epis-
temic curiosity, more accura te perspect ive- taking, t r ans i t i on to a h igher 
s t a g e of cogni t ive r e a s o n i n g , h i g h e r q u a l i t y p rob lem-so lv ing , a n d 
g r e a t e r c rea t iv i ty depends on the condit ions u n d e r which it occurs. To be 
construct ive , cont roversy needs to occur wi th in a cooperat ive context ; 
sufficient differences among s t u d e n t s m u s t exis t to ensu re diverse 
conclusions being derived from information and exper iences ; informa­
tion re l evan t to t he solution of the l ea rn ing t a sk m u s t be d is t r ibuted 
among s tuden t s ; s t u d e n t s m u s t have a ce r ta in level of competency in 
exchang ing information accurate ly , especially t he abili ty to view prob­
lems and s i tua t ions from o the r people's perspect ives ; and s t u d e n t s m u s t 
be able to d isagree wi th one ano the r ' s ideas while confirming each 
o ther ' s personal competence. 

Conclusions 

Disagreement among s tuden t s ' ideas, conclusions, theor ies , and opin­
ions is an impor t an t source of l ea rn ing in all ins t ruc t iona l s i tua t ions . 
When occurr ing wi th in facilitative conditions, t h e r e is evidence t h a t 
such conflicts will c rea te conceptual conflict, feelings of unce r t a in ty , 
and e p i s t e m i c c u r i o s i t y ; i n c r e a s e s t u d e n t s ' a c c u r a c y of cogn i t i ve 
perspect ive- taking; promote s t uden t s ' t r ans i t i ons from one s tage of 
cognitive and moral r eason ing to ano the r ; increase t he qual i ty of 
s tuden t s ' problem-solving; and, increase s t u d e n t s ' c rea t iveness . There 
is also evidence indica t ing t h a t the condit ions affecting t he cons t ruc-
t iveness of cont roversy are the goal s t r uc tu r e wi th in which t h e con­
t roversy occurs, t he he te rogene i ty among s tuden t s , t he a m o u n t of 
re levan t information s t uden t s ' possess, t he perspec t ive- tak ing skills of 
s t uden t s and the s t u d e n t s ' ability to d isagree wi thou t impu t ing incom­
petence. While a g r e a t deal more evidence is needed to va l ida te firmly 
the potent ia l outcomes of controversy in ins t ruc t iona l s i tua t ions and 
the condit ions which facili tate const ruct ive outcomes, t h e r e is enough 
evidence to sugges t t h a t c r ea t ing controversy is an impor t an t t e ach ing 
s t r a t egy for inc reas ing l ea rn ing and intel lectual development . 

The avai lable evidence also points towards some specific sugges t ions 
for t e a c h e r s who w i s h to c a p i t a l i z e fully on t h e i n t e l l e c t u a l d is­
ag reemen t s t h a t ar ise wi th in ins t ruc t iona l s i tua t ions (Johnson, 1979). 
Available r e sea rch sugges t s t h a t t e ache r s who wish to promote con­
s t ruct ive controversy should s t r uc tu r e l ea rn ing act ivi t ies cooperatively, 
ensu re t h a t each cooperat ive group is he te rogeneous , promote con­
t rovers ies wi th in each cooperat ive group, t each perspec t ive- tak ing and 
confirmation skills to s tuden t s , and emphas ize ra t iona l a r g u m e n t . 
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